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Abstract 
Numerous studies have confirmed the effectiveness of character strengths-based interventions for 
fostering well-being. However, there are still several open questions. The present article 
discusses some of the most important questions. We review the current body of research and 
provide ideas and possible future directions on issues such as: Should interventions be generic or 
personalized? What strengths should be addressed in a strengths-based intervention? What is the 
role of signature strengths? Do strengths-based interventions change the level of character 
strengths? How can you justify strengths-based interventions? We conclude that increasing 
knowledge has not tempered but rather has heightened the initial high expectations on the 
important contribution of strengths-based interventions in research and practice, but still much 
work remains to be done. 
Keywords: character strengths, positive psychology interventions, strengths-based 
interventions, signature strengths, well-being 
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Character Strengths-Based Interventions: 
Open Questions and Ideas for Future Research 
Character strengths are “positive traits reflected in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors” 
(Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005; p. 603) that are valued in their own right and contribute to 
fulfillment. Character strengths-based interventions are interventions that aim at making people 
aware or encouraging the application of their character strengths in their daily lives to bring 
benefit to oneself, others, and/or society. Such interventions are well-validated and highly 
effective for increasing subjective well-being and decreasing depressive symptoms, with 
emerging support for boosting flourishing (e.g., Schutte & Malouff, 2018). However, there are 
several open questions with regard to research and practice. In this article, we discuss some of 
the most pressing open research questions and provide some recommendations for applied work 
with strengths. 
Should interventions be generic or personalized? 
A worthwhile dimension to consider in the future development of positive psychology 
interventions has to do with personalized versus generic interventions, i.e., whether treatment 
should be based on personal data or whether all individuals should receive a common 
intervention. Personalized medicine, defined as the evidence-based use of patient characteristics 
to choose among multiple treatment options, is a topic of growing interest. For example, the 
National Institute of Mental Health (2015) has called for more research on personalized 
interventions for mental health conditions (see also Ng & Weisz, 2016). 
Of course, all treatment is to some extent individualized, if only in the dosage of 
medication, or in strategies employed by a psychotherapist during a session. However, strengths-
based interventions differ in the degree to which they inherently require individualization based 
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on evidence-based assessment. An intervention that involves writing down three good things that 
happened involves the same instructions across all participants; one that requires using a 
signature strength (“strengths that a person owns, celebrates, and frequently exercises” [Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004; p. 18]; usually operationalized as the five highest ranking character strengths 
within an individual) first requires identifying signature strengths for each participant (Seligman, 
Steen, Park, & Peterson 2005). An important consideration for research is whether generic 
treatments differ in effectiveness from treatments that individualize which strengths are targeted. 
Linkins, Niemiec, Gillham, and Mayerson (2015), for example, have hypothesized that 
individualizing character interventions in educational settings should result in better outcomes 
than generic programs, though this hypothesis has not yet been tested. It is noteworthy that 
Seligman et al. (2005; see also Gander et al., 2013; Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012) 
found no difference in effectiveness between two treatments representing a generic approach 
(i.e., writing down three good things) or a personalized approach (i.e., using signature strengths 
in a new way), suggesting comparable effects of the two approaches. To date, only one study has 
suggested the potential for personalized strength-based interventions to enhance outcomes. 
Proyer, Gander, Wellenzohn, and Ruch (2015) found that individuals with generally high scores 
on strength scales tended to benefit more from an intervention that focused on lesser strengths, 
while those with more moderate scores benefited more from working on signature strengths.  
Focusing on strengths creates a tremendous opportunity for individualizing treatment. We 
hope future research will explore those opportunities further. Would individuals currently 
experiencing distress benefit more from a generic intervention focusing on enhancing those 
strengths most consistently associated with well-being such as zest, curiosity, gratitude, hope, 
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love, and humor, or from interventions that encourage greater use of one’s signature strengths? A 
number of such questions can be enumerated. 
What strengths should be addressed in a strengths-based intervention? 
When considering generic intervention programs, an important question is what strengths 
should be trained in order to maximize increases in well-being. The hypothesis that interventions 
should focus on strengths more strongly associated with subjective well-being than those less 
associated with well-being (e.g., kindness or love of learning) has received empirical support in 
experimental studies (Proyer, Ruch, & Buschor, 2013). Further empirical support for this idea 
can be drawn from quasi-experimental analyses: Proyer and colleagues (2015) randomly 
assigned participants to two conditions: Participants trained their signature strengths (i.e., the 
highest ranking five strengths), or their “lesser” strengths (i.e., the lowest ranking five strengths). 
For purposes of the present article, we reanalyzed the data (N = 238), and examined whether 
increases in well-being depended on what strengths were trained (irrespective of the condition). 
Results showed that increases in well-being from pretest to posttest were positively correlated 
with the strength's relationship to well-being, r(22) = .43, p = .0221, suggesting that those people 
who trained strengths with stronger relationships with well-being benefited more from the 
training. In summary, we conclude that larger benefits might be expected when selecting 
strengths that correlate most strongly with well-being. Future experimental studies that randomly 
assign people to practicing one of the 24 character strengths, regardless of their baseline scores, 
might offer further insight in this question.  
A noteworthy reminder here is we are emphasizing the outcome of well-being. If the 
outcome was changed (e.g., achievement, physical health), the constellation of effective 
 
1 Rank-order correlations (one-tailed) across 23 character strengths (spirituality was not included in the training 
program). The relationships of character strengths to well-being were taken from Ruch et al. (2010). 
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character strengths might change. For example, strengths such as love of learning and 
perseverance have been especially relevant for school achievement (Wagner & Ruch, 2015), 
while strengths such as love, or kindness showed robust relationships to friendships in the 
classroom (Wagner, 2018). Further studies on different contexts (e.g., parenting, health, or 
psychotherapy) would help for gaining more insights on this issue. The cross-sectional 
relationships of character strengths to these outcomes might serve to provide guidelines for what 
strengths to select in an intervention (e.g., Wagner, Gander, Proyer & Ruch, 2019). 
What is the role of signature strengths? 
Signature strengths interventions have more empirical support for boosting well-being, 
enhancing flourishing, and lowering depression than any generic strengths intervention (Schutte 
& Malouff, 2018). It makes logical sense that individuals working on signature strengths –which 
are naturally energizing and authentic – would experience more gains across different outcomes 
than working on middle/lower strengths. One study, however, found a signature strengths and 
lower strengths intervention to be equal to one another (e.g., Proyer et al., 2015). Thus, there are 
many nuances of interventions with signature strengths and other strengths subsets to be 
understood. For example, we are unaware of any longitudinal intervention studies in which 
participants focus on character strengths subsets for an extended period of time. Such a study 
would allow not only for a close comparison of character strengths subsets but also an 
examination of the maintenance of such strengths use over long periods of time. 
However, in a cross-sectional study in the work context comparing signature, lower, and 
the five strengths most strongly correlated with happiness, it was signature strengths that had the 
highest unique contribution to work performance, organizational citizenship behavior, and less 
counterproductive work behavior, while it was the five strengths most strongly correlated with 
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happiness that had the highest unique contribution to work meaningfulness, engagement, and job 
satisfaction (Littman-Ovadia, Lavy, & Boiman-Meshita, 2017). Another study examined the role 
of signature strengths, the five strengths most strongly correlated with happiness, and demanded 
strengths (those strengths expected by the workplace) and found that the “fit” of signature 
strengths with the person’s job was the most important predictor of a range of work-related 
outcomes, along with the specific strengths of teamwork and creativity (Harzer, Mubashar, & 
Dubreuil, 2017). These findings suggest that different subsets of character strengths (e.g., 
signature strengths, the five strengths most strongly correlated with happiness) may provide 
greater value for particular outcomes. 
Intervention studies that systematically vary the trained strengths and other potentially 
moderating factors (e.g., self-selecting vs. prescribing the strength) will provide further insight 
into the role of signature strengths. Another issue to be disentangled is whether working on 
middle strengths (those that appear in the middle of a person’s profile between signature and 
lower strengths) or lower strengths, would be as effective in the long run as signature strengths.  
A final issue to raise is the method of identification of signature strengths, which most 
typically is done using the highest scores in the VIA-IS. While this might be a helpful 
approximation for research and practical purposes, it is at best a proxy for the attributes of a 
signature strength as described by Peterson and Seligman (2004; e.g., having a sense of 
ownership or intrinsic motivation to use a strength). Measures have recently been developed that 
specifically use the language of signature strengths called the Global Assessment of Character 
Strengths and the Signature Strengths Survey (McGrath, 2019). The latter is distinctive in that it 
specifically describes signature strengths and asks the respondent to identify which strengths are 
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signature. Future studies might compare interventions based on high-scoring strengths with those 
of strengths identified as signature.  
Do strengths-based interventions change the level of character strengths? 
Most studies so far have examined effects on well-being; the effect of interventions on 
strengths themselves has received limited attention. The implicit rationale for strengths-based 
interventions is that the exercises increase the display of strength-concordant behavior that might 
result in an increase in the actual strength (i.e., the trait) over time, and increases in well-being. 
While this increase in strength behavior has often been suggested as one of the working 
mechanisms of interventions (e.g., Quinlan Swain, & Vella-Brodrick, 2011), there is not much 
empirical data corroborating this assumption (with few exceptions, such as for humor: Ruch, 
Hofmann, Rusch, & Stolz, 2018). Dubreuil et al. (2016) and Forest et al. (2012) conducted 
workplace intervention programs that asked participants to identify and use their signature 
strengths more often. They reported increases in strengths-concordant behavior (also called 
“strengths use”). However, both studies only asked about the frequency of strengths use in 
general rather than asking about character strengths based on the VIA Classification, so it is 
unclear what participants understood by “strengths”. Thus, it is unclear to what extent these 
results can be applied to the question at hand and whether interventions increase the use of 
strengths-concordant behavior, or operate by other mechanisms.  
Changes in (trait) character strengths have – to the best of our knowledge – not been 
examined so far in the context of positive psychology interventions. An ideal study for 
addressing this would use a strengths-based intervention of high intensity and duration so that 
potential changes in behavior and character have enough time to unfold.  
How can you justify strengths-based interventions? 
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Based on an analysis of several reviews and meta-analyses of positive interventions, 
Niemiec (2018) developed a framework to outline seven types of evidence that can be used to 
justify a strengths-based intervention.  
1. A controlled intervention study. Several interventions have been examined in 
controlled intervention studies (i.e., comparing the effects of the intervention to a control 
condition such as a placebo, waitlist, or treatment-as-usual condition). Examples include using a 
signature strength in new ways (Schutte & Malouff, 2018). 
2. Varying a character strengths-based intervention from a controlled intervention study. 
One way to vary an intervention would involve changing the instructions. For example, the 
intervention holistic strengths use (Niemiec, 2018) is a variant of the using a signature strength 
in a new way intervention focusing on signature strength use (e.g., use it with others).  
3. Adding character strengths to an intervention from a controlled study. For example, a 
character strengths-based variant of the best possible selves intervention (Loveday, Lovell, & 
Jones, 2018) could weave in strengths, asking how they will use their character strengths to reach 
their best selves.  
4. An intervention described in scholarly publications on character strengths. Some 
positive interventions have been described but have not yet been evaluated in a controlled trial. 
One example is the intervention “turn your character strengths to be other-oriented” (Veldorale-
Brogan, Bradford, & Vail, 2010).  
5. An intervention extrapolated from an observational study. A strong observational study 
can lay the foundation for potential interventions. For example, Kashdan and colleagues (2018) 
found relationships between character strengths and relationship satisfaction among couples. 
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Their findings could suggest an intervention in which partners in a couple recognize and 
appreciate each other’s top strengths (Niemiec, 2018). 
6. An intervention extrapolated from a theoretical discussion of character strengths. A 
popular construct in literature on character strengths is strength overuse (e.g., Freidlin, Littman-
Ovadia, & Niemiec, 2017). Niemiec (2018) described an intervention, “managing character 
strengths overuse,” in which individuals are trained to reduce reliance on overused strengths. 
7. A character strengths intervention used in a broader program that has research 
support. One example is the Character Strengths 360° activity, which is used as a technique 
within mindfulness-based strengths practice (Niemiec, 2014). This intervention involves the 
participant gathering feedback from several people in their life about the participant’s highest 
strengths.  
Conclusions 
The literature on strengths-based interventions is both surprisingly large and surprisingly 
embryonic. In part, this paradox reflects the complexity of character strengths as a construct. 
With a dominant model consisting of 24 dimensions, character strengths also represent an open 
construct that allows for almost unlimited expansion. Niemiec (2018) has also demonstrated a 
tremendous variety of techniques that focus on or involve character strengths. No matter how 
expansive the literature, then, there will remain questions unanswered or insufficiently 
addressed. As a contribution to encouraging more research on this topic, we have made the 
following points, which we will now relate to each other. Literature is still insufficient to 
conclude whether generic or personalized interventions are superior. In particular, it is unclear 
whether interventions should focus on a specific subset of strengths, which would argue for a 
more generic approach to intervention. Signature strengths have been a particularly common 
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focus for personalized intervention studies. A recent meta-analysis (Schutte & Malouff, 2018) 
reveals significant positive relationships with well-being, yet evidence is insufficient to support 
the superiority of this approach over other types of strengths-based interventions and when and 
in what context it is best to deploy a given set of strengths. It is also yet unclear whether the 
benefits of strength-based interventions are mediated by increased strengths use, as is widely 
assumed. 
Finally, many interventions are theoretically promising, but many aspects, such as the 
relevant working mechanisms, have not yet been subjected to rigorous evaluation. Also, much of 
the literature on strengths-based interventions has relied on samples with a pre-existing interest 
in character strengths, and focused primarily on aspects of well-being as main outcomes of 
interest. Much work remains to be done, but so does the potential for a positively based system 
of intervention as an alternative to more traditional deficit-based strategies. 
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